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Haiti's 19-month political crisis took a new turn in January as President Rene Preval installed a
prime minister without consent of the National Assembly, declared the current Assembly session
terminated, and dismissed the cabinet. The Assembly had rejected all three of Preval's nominees
for prime minister and had stalled partway through confirmation of the fourth, former education
minister Jacques Edouard Alexis (see NotiCen, 09/24/98).
On Jan. 11, several grass-roots organizations demonstrated in front of the legislative palace as
the 1999 session began, demanding the expulsion of nine senators whose terms had expired. On
the same day, Preval moved to end the crisis by forming a new government around Alexis even
though the short-lived January session had failed to finish the process of confirming him as prime
minster. Though confirmed in the first round of debate, there was no guarantee that Alexis would
get through a second vote in the Senate because opposition leaders were determined to get cabinet
posts and other concessions in return for their support.
Preval blocks Senate attempt to extend session
The Senate passed a resolution at the end of the 1998 session to extend its term until after the next
legislative elections in October 1999. Heading off the attempt, Preval declared the old legislative
session was over since there had been no election in 1998 to provide members for a new session.
Senate President Edgard Leblanc of the opposition L'Organisation de Peuple en Lutte (OPL) led an
effort Jan. 12 to keep the Assembly in session, but no legislators showed up for work the following
day.
Preval said that until new elections were held and a new legislature installed, he would ask that a
council of state supervise the acts of the executive branch. Such a system was employed by president
Ertha Pascal Trouillot (1989-1990). "We I myself, the president and the prime minister are not
prepared to govern the country without an authority that can oversee us," Preval said on national
television. Preval's critics accuse him of planning a dictatorship While Preval said he was trying
to build democracy, business groups and some opposition parties led by the OPL accused him of
plotting to set up a dictatorship.\
Seven parties began organizing a movement to force Preval into reinstating the legislature. They
called for popular support to "combat the Preval project." A constitutional law scholar told the
Associated Press that Preval had pulled off a coup d'etat. The reality appeared more complicated
because the legitimacy of the legislature elected in 1995 was in serious doubt under the current
electoral law that allows a three-year term, while the Constitution allows four. In his televised
address, Preval said he had no constitutional authority either to dissolve or install a legislature. He
merely had enforced the electoral law under which the Assembly session had expired.
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Furthermore, the legislature Preval dissolved had failed to function since the 1997 elections,
leaving the government without a new budget for two years and foregoing millions of dollars in
international aid and credits. Dissolution of the legislature ended for the time being the attempt by
the OPL, which controls the Assembly, to force Preval into a power-sharing agreement in return for
approving his nominee as prime minister. With Preval and Alexis free to form a new government,
their faction of the Famille Lavalas could have a free hand in setting up the next electoral council
and helping former president Jean Bertrand Aristide (1990-1995) in the 2000 presidential election.
To date, Preval's strategy has not produced a serious backlash, in part because of popular opposition
to the Assembly's passage of an austere neoliberal economic plan, and also because Preval controls
the new police force that replaced the military. However, the OPL has called for a general strike to
protest Preval's actions.
Following the shakeup, Prime Minister Alexis said that he would soon announce a new cabinet
and begin negotiations with political parties on the appointment of a new electoral council
in preparation for congressional elections. The last elections, in April 1997, led directly to the
governmental paralysis because of widespread charges that they were tainted by irregularities.
On Jan 9, in Port-au-Prince, unknown assailants attacked a car carrying Preval's sister Maria-
Claude Preval Calvin. The driver was killed and Preval's sister was seriously wounded by gunfire.
The attack led to speculation that extremists, possibly from the right, were attempting to stir up
generalized violence to topple the Preval government. In response to the latest turn in the political
crisis, US Ambassador Timothy Carney called for new legislative elections. "The need now is to
advance toward credible elections as fast as possible to see what the will of the Haitian people is, to
get them out of the political impasse," Carney said.
A State Department spokesperson said the US regretted the growing gap between the executive
and legislature in Haiti. President Bill Clinton's administration had repeatedly sent special envoy
Anthony Lake to Port-au-Prince to mediate an end to the parliamentary crisis and to prevent Preval
from taking the step he took. Some sources said there was concern in the Clinton administration that
the Republican-controlled Congress would cut off aid to Haiti and try to block Aristide's expected
bid for the presidency. (Sources: The Miami Herald, 01/13/99; Associated Press, 01/07/99, 01/17/99;
Notimex, 01/05/99, 01/11/99, 01/12/99, 01/13/99, 01/15/99, 01/18/99; Spanish News Service EFE, Haiti
en Marche, 01/20/99)
-- End --
